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Multi-stakeholder perspectives on scaling up UK fashion upcycling 
businesses 
Fashion upcycling, the process of using waste clothing and textiles to create new 
products, is an alternative to business-as-usual practices which can effectively 
address concerns on excessive consumption of energy and material resources and 
use of chemicals in the fashion industry. Scaling up fashion upcycling businesses 
could enable the transition of the fashion industry towards sustainability. Past 
studies in fashion upcycling have paid attention to limited aspects of the 
businesses, and comprehensive synthesis of viewpoints from diverse stakeholders 
involved in the business is lacking. This paper provides such a synthesis, 
focusing on the challenges and success factors for expanding (or scaling up) UK 
fashion upcycling businesses. Twenty three stakeholders in the UK were 
interviewed. Four different perspectives (by material suppliers, upcyclers, 
retailers and consumers) on challenges and success factors for scaling up fashion 
upcycling businesses in the UK as well as suitable actors to take actions for 
positive change were identified. Common challenges and success factors across 
stakeholders were highlighted. The paper further discusses theoretical and 
practical implications of the study.  
Keywords: fashion; scaling up; sustainability; sustainable business; sustainable 
consumption; sustainable design; sustainable production; transition; upcycling  
Introduction  
The fashion industry causes serious environmental impacts through its consumption of 
energy and material resources and its use of chemicals (De Brito, Carbone, and 
Blanquart 2008; WRAP 2011). Alternatives to business-as-usual practices within the 
fashion industry can effectively address such concerns and will need to involve various 
actors and operate across a range of scales (Fletcher 2008). Upcycling represents one 
such alternative that recovers materials, components or products from waste streams 
rather than using virgin resources for production (Sung, Cooper, and Kettley 2014; 
Sung 2017). This study aimed to explore upcycling as a promising alternative in the 
fashion industry focusing on the challenges and success factors for expanding (or 
scaling up) UK fashion upcycling businesses.  
Upcycling 
Upcycling is a relatively new term with varied definitions and practices, which is often 
defined as the material process of retaining high quality in a closed-loop industrial cycle 
(Emgin 2012; McDonough and Braungart 2013; Martin and Eklund 2011). It is the 
process of utilizing used or waste materials, components and products (e.g. clothing and 
textiles in fashion) to create a product of higher quality or value than the compositional 
elements (Busch 2008; Farrer 2011; Sung et al. 2014; Sung 2017). Upcycling is 
popularly understood as an umbrella concept incorporating ‘creative’ forms of repair, 
reuse, repurpose, refurbishment, upgrade, remanufacture and recycling (Sung, Cooper, 
and Kettley 2018; 2019b). In theory it extends the lifetimes of products and materials 
(Cooper 2010; Sung 2017), thereby increasing material efficiency and reducing 
industrial energy consumption (Allwood et al. 2011; Sung 2017). It reduces solid waste 
(Bramston and Maycroft 2013; Zhuo and Levendis 2014; Sung 2017). Upcycling 
businesses have the potential to be financially sustainable (S. L. Han et al. 2016; Sung 
and Cooper 2015; Teli et al. 2014) and can create employment opportunities, especially 
for disadvantaged people when upcycling requires minimal skills such as simple 
redecoration of clothing or fashion items (Cumming 2017; Palmsköld 2015), rather than 
high level skills such as utilizing latest technology for advanced remanufacturing.  
Craft-based upcycling in particular (e.g. creative repair, reuse, repurpose) has 
long been a part of human life. Until mass production became a common practice in the 
19th century, many products were used to the very limits of their utility (Fromm 2013). 
Mass production introduced new ‘virtues’ of replaceability and a throw-away mentality 
in the name of gearing production towards economies of scale (Hawkins 2001). New 
consumerism - with pervasive, conspicuous, status goods and a growing disconnection 
between consumers’ desires and incomes (Schor 2000) -  then replaced the pre-modern 
long-term engagement with a product by frequent replacement purchases of products 
and subsequent reduction in product quality, sometimes allegedly through planned 
obsolescence (Packard 1963). With the arrival of the consumer society many useful 
skills for, for example, maintenance and repair have largely been lost in the western 
world (Salvia et al. 2015).  
The past few years however have seen a revival of the upcycling trend, driven 
by multiple factors, such as growing concern for the environment in general and 
specifically for resource scarcity and increasing volumes of waste (Farrant, Olsen, and 
Wangel 2010). In particular, the emerging circular economy – an alternative to the 
current linear economy of take-make-use-dispose (Stahel 2016; Ellen MacArthur 
Foundation 2016) – has been promoting upcycling as one of the strategies that plays a 
role in slowing and/or closing material cycles (Ellen MacArthur Foundation 2013). 
Other benefits include creating economic opportunities, stimulating entrepreneurship 
and supporting the culture of prosumerism (Seravalli 2016). The circular economy has 
attracted attention from mainstream companies, start-up SMEs (Small- and Medium-
sized Enterprises) and creative industries. Despite increased interest and potential 
benefits for the environment, economy and society, upcycling remains a niche practice. 
A process of ‘scaling up’, whereby an initially unusual practice becomes mainstream 
(Van den Bosch, S. J. M. 2010), is necessary in the case of upcycling to enable the 
transition of the fashion industry towards sustainability. However, an alternative 
viewpoint asserts that scaling up upcycling does not necessarily lead to sustainability 
depending on the processes involved in upcycling which may result in negative net 
environmental impact.i  
With increased interest in upcycling in industry, the past decade has seen a surge 
of publications on upcycling, in disciplines ranging from engineering and management 
to consumer studies, and the body of literature is growing (Sung 2015). Although 
research on upcycling is still at its infant stage, existing studies have focused largely on 
fashion and textiles (e.g. Busch 2008; Fletcher 2008; McCorkill 2014; J. H. Park and 
Kim 2014; Twigger Holroyd 2012; Cassidy and Han 2013; S. Han, Tyler, and Apeagyei 
2015).ii Previous research in fashion upcycling includes a description of the concept and 
process (Busch 2008; Fletcher 2008), reflection on the practice (S. Han et al. 2015; 
McCorkill 2014), design guidelines (J. H. Park and Kim 2014, 138-154) and an 
exploration of consumers’ purchase intentions (H. H. Park 2015). Past studies have paid 
attention to limited aspects of fashion upcycling businesses and a comprehensive 
synthesis of viewpoints from diverse stakeholders involved in the business is lacking. 
This study therefore aimed to provide such a synthesis, focusing on the challenges and 
success factors for expanding (or scaling up) UK upcycling businesses in the fashion 
industry.  
Transition and scaling up  
As the environmental problems caused by the fashion industry are complex and severe, 
incremental clean technologies have limits to address such problems (Mair, Druckman, 
and Jackson 2016). Substantive transition in the fashion industry is required in terms of 
fundamental changes in the system of production and consumption (Elzen, Geels, and 
Green 2004; Gardetti and Torres 2013; Niinimäki and Hassi 2011). These fundamental 
changes include interrelated changes in behavior, technology, environment, rules and 
regulations, financing systems and perceptions (Van den Bosch, S. J. M. 2010). They 
are also often referred to as socio-technical transitions as they entail both social changes 
and technological solutions (Geels 2004; 2010). Socio-technical transitions do not take 
place easily as the existing systems are stabilized by lock-in mechanisms relating to 
vested interests, sunk investments, favorable subsidies and regulations, or behavior 
patterns (Geels 2004; Unruh 2000). Socio-technical transitions are therefore often 
characterized as a non-linear, long-term, complex system-level process (Kemp and 
Loorbach 2006; Van den Bosch, S. J. M. 2010). One of the widely used frameworks to 
understand and explain such a process is multi-level perspective (MLP) (Geels and 
Schot 2007; Geels 2002; Rip and Kemp 1998). MLP uses three levels in a societal 
system – niche, regime and landscape – as an analytical tool to explain the dynamics of 
transitions depending on the interactions between the different levels (Geels 2002; Van 
den Bosch, S. J. M. 2010). The regime is dominant structure, culture and practices in 
fulfilling the societal need (e.g. mass production based on raw materials that dominates 
the production domain). Niches are societal sub-systems that provide alternatives to the 
regime (i.e. new, sustainable practices and related culture and structure). The landscape 
is the environment of the societal system encompassing large-scale and long-term 
developments such as demographics, international politics or worldviews (Ceschin 
2012; Geels 2002; 2010; Van den Bosch, S. J. M. 2010).  
In transition studies, scaling-up is understood as the dynamic process of 
transitioning from niche (practices) to mainstream/regime (practices) in the multi-level 
perspectives (de Haan and Rotmans 2011; Smith 2007). “Through scaling-up, a new or 
deviant constellation of structure, culture and practices attain more influence and 
stability and increases its share in meeting a societal need. […] The outcomes of 
scaling-up are fundamental changes in the dominant way societal needs are fulfilled.” 
(Van den Bosch, S. J. M. 2010, p.68). In other words, scaling-up is the process in which 
initially deviant or unusual (sustainable) practices, structure or culture become 
increasingly dominant or mainstream. 
Methods  
Semi-structured interviews were chosen to provide some level of structure, allowing 
freedom in the sequencing and wording of questions (Robson 2011) while giving the 
interviewer an opportunity to probe when necessary (Rabionet 2011).  In the UK, 
upcycling businesses are niche and mostly small or micro in sizeiii. Twenty-three 
stakeholders of fashion upcycling SMEs were interviewed between April and June 
2017. All nineteen interviews with twenty-three interviewees were conducted either in 
person or via telephone depending on the interviewee’s preference and availability. The 
interviews typically lasted between 30 minutes and 60 minutes.  
Sampling  
Dimensional sampling – using various dimensions important to the study (Robson 
2011) – was used to recruit interviewees. The first dimension was type of stakeholders. 
Key stakeholders in upcycling businesses were assumed to be material suppliers, 
upcycling designers and makers, retailers and consumers. Within consumers, gender 
and age dimensions were used. Two gender groups (female and male) and three age 
groups (under 35, between 35 and 54, and between 55 and 64) were selected to have a 
minimum of six interviewees.  
To identify relevant UK practitioners, internal expert interviews (with project 
team members as subject experts), retailer lists in Remade in Britain (a UK-based online 
upcycling marketplace), and keywords-based search (with keywords such as 
“upcycling”, “furniture”, “charity”, “vintage”, “craft fairs”, “retail”, “scrap store”, 
“reuse center”, “waste exchange”, and “UK” for creating keyword combinations) were 
utilised in March 2017. Ninety-eight material suppliers, 134 upcycling enterprises and 
70 retailers were contacted via email. For the recruitment of consumers, convenience 
sampling – based on convenient accessibility and proximity to the researcher (Robson 
2011) – was employed. 
Participants 
Interview participants (n=23) were sixteen practitioners (two material suppliers, two 
supplier-retailers, one upcycler, ten upcycler-retailers, and one retailer; in other words, 
four suppliers, eleven upcyclers and thirteen retailers) and seven consumers. Overall, 
sixteen were female and seven male. Three were under 35 years, ten were between 35 
and 54 years, and another ten between 55 and 64 years. Most were British (n=19) and 
had completed higher education (n=20). Their occupational or study areas were 
predominantly art and design (n=12) or business (n=7) (Table 1).  
Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristics of interview participants  
Interviewee characteristics Frequency Practitioners (n=16) Consumers (n=7) 





Age group  
Under 35  
35 to 54  































study areas  












* Miscellaneous occupational or study areas were sustainable development and occupational therapy.  
 
Half of the practitioners were sole traders (n=8, all upcyclers), five were 
registered charities (two material suppliers, one upcycler and two retailers), two limited 
companies (upcyclers), and one partnership (material supplier). Their size of the 
business was mostly micro (n=15): thirteen of them had less than five employees and 
two had between five and eight. One was small size (number of employees: 34). Annual 
turnover of micro businesses ranged between £1,000 (part-time, hobby business) and 
£90,000, with the average of £25,800. The small business’ turnover was £650,000.  
Interview procedures and questions  
As there were two researchers conducting interviews, an interview schedule was 
prepared with questions and anticipated answers in order to get consistent and 
compatible results throughout all interviews. The first three interviews (with one 
material supplier, one upcycler and one consumer) were used as a pilot study to ensure 
the reliability and validity of the study. During the pilot study, each interview was 
conducted by one researcher and the other researcher played a role as an observer. Two 
researchers took turns, discussed question wordings, sequences and manners, and made 
any necessary adjustment (e.g. change of question orders and clarification of certain 
expressions).   
During the interview, interviewees were first asked about socio-demographic 
information (i.e. age, nationality, occupation and highest education level and 
study/work area). Business information was asked next (i.e. legal status, number of 
employees, annual turnover). Main questions were about challenges and success factors 
for scaling up fashion upcycling businesses in the UK and suitable actors for making 
changes. See Table 2 for all questions. All interviews were fully audio-recorded with 
the consent of all the participants.  
Table 2. Main interview questions 
Category Stakeholder  Question 
Challenges  Material suppliers  
What are the challenges in increasing supplies of 





What are the challenges in expanding/growing your 
business? 
Retailers  What are the challenges in selling more upcycled products?  
Consumers  What are the challenges in trying to buy more upcycled products?   
Key 
challenges All stakeholders Which challenge is the biggest one? 
Success 
factors 




What help do you need to expand/grow your business?  
Retailers What help do you need to sell more upcycled products?   
Consumers What help do you need to buy more upcycled products? 
Suitable 
actors All stakeholders  Who needs to act to make changes?  
Key success 
factors  All stakeholders  
Which help/idea/solution would be the most important 
one?   
Analysis  
All interview recordings were transcribed by an independent transcription service. The 
transcripts were anonymized and entered into QSR NVivo 10 software and analyzed. A 
thematic analysis – an approach to identifying, analyzing and interpreting patterned 
meaning or themes in qualitative data (Braun, Clarke, and Terry 2014) – was conducted, 
with each transcript examined line by line. Grounded codes were identified and 
constantly revised to fine-tune the coherent, collective themes.  
Results 
The results section describes different perspectives on challenges and success factors for 
scaling up UK fashion upcycling businesses by material suppliers, upcycling designers 
and makers, retailers and consumers.  
UK material suppliers’ perspectives 
The interviewed material suppliers (e.g. scrap stores) identified four main challenges. 
The first challenge was in keeping a steady inflow of sufficient, affordable (or free) 
materials. One supplier especially commented on the potentially decreasing number of 
material donations by companies as they might want to sell the materials in a reuse 
market. The second challenge was complicated laws and legislations involving 
excessive paperwork. One stated, “Because it is so complicated, we cross lots of laws to 
do with waste and waste transfer, VAT, weights and measures. It’s all bound up and it 
gets really complicated sometimes. So complicated that the law seems to contract itself. 
And sometimes we don’t know which law that we should kind of go, ‘okay, this is the 
one that we follow’.” Another said, “[…] the way that companies now have to dispose 
of their waste, it’s very complicated. […] Some of them just completely freak out and 
go, ‘oh, no, no, we can’t give it to you because we need to fill this paperwork in and we 
need to do this and that’.” The third challenge was in being financially sustainable. One 
charity organization mentioned the difficulty in acquiring funding, as put by one, “[…] 
being a charity that saves the planet doesn’t seem to be enough now. […] We asked the 
big lottery for funding and they’ve said ‘No, you don’t do enough for the community to 
be eligible for our funding’.” The fourth challenge was macro-economic situation. For 
example, one supplier saw a recession as a double-edge sword for them. She said, “If 
there’s a recession, the companies that we deal with [that donate materials] are under 
threat, but our takings go up because more people are looking for cheaper options 
because they have less money. So I am kind of looking forward to a recession and kind 
of not.” 
The success factors were identified as: awareness raising, legal and legislative 
support, and financial support. Material suppliers would like to see promotion of their 
organizations to a wider range of local and regional companies such that they could get 
more donations. They would also like to have a special organization or a group of 
experts to help with the laws and legislations involved in reutilizing materials. Financial 
support would be desirable mostly to provide support with the lease or rent. Individual 
activists and volunteers were seen as potential actors to promote material suppliers. 
National organizations such as Reuseful UK were regarded as being responsible for 
legal and legislative support as well as liaison between different material suppliers. 
Local councils were viewed appropriate for lease/rent support. Various companies could 
also be financial supporters.  
UK upcycling designers and makers’ perspectives 
Upcycler interviewees identified four main areas of challenge: sourcing materials, 
production, marketing and space. When sourcing materials, access to a variety of 
affordable, used materials with quality and quantity could be a challenge. Finding 
certain parts (e.g. magnetic catch for jewelry) could be a difficult job too. During the 
production, limitation from the given materials (e.g. particular shapes of clothing), 
finding right equipment, and time-consuming handmade process could be major 
challenges. In particular, the consequences of time-consuming handmade process 
include a small volume of production, a limited product variety and high labor cost. In 
marketing, having limited opportunities to expose their products and build (brand) 
reputation was viewed as the most important challenge. High price for sales and high 
cost for attending markets and fairs were also regarded as major challenges. Regarding 
the cost for attending markets or fairs, in addition to general travel and transport 
expense, commission was the main culprit. One upcycler said, “We have people that 
occasionally contact us from different galleries and offer to sell our stuff but they want 
40% to 50% commission. And that is an awful lot and how do we do that?” In terms of 
space, affordability of the space and the trade-off between affordability and access to 
customers were highlighted (especially in London). One stated, “In London it 
[affordability of space] is a big thing at the moment. A lot of professionals […] they 
moved out completely of London […] Obviously, if you are somewhere else, it’s going 
to be more difficult to deal with customers because customers need to come to you.” A 
lack of space was also mentioned. Other miscellaneous challenges were market 
situation (e.g. changing consumers’ demand), demanding multiple roles required to run 
a business (e.g. as a manager, marketer, etc. as well as a designer or maker), and a lack 
of motivation (i.e. no intention to grow the business).   
Largely, support for human resources, marketing, finance and general resources 
as well as keeping up with the market and trend were stated as success factors. 
Interestingly, interviewees did not mention any success factors related to sourcing 
materials. In terms of human resources, upcycling designer and makers believed that 
having employees or apprentices (for production) and office assistants (especially to 
deal with online orders) would be helpful to scale up their business. In marketing, 
online marketing support, connections with right customers/buyers, and press coverage 
for building brand reputation were identified as success factors. Regarding the press 
coverage, one upcycler stated, “We know we have a good product. We know we have 
an original product. We know that with the small exposure we’ve been very successful 
with the limited things that we’ve done. So we know if we can get some exposure, it 
will grow.” Financial support was regarded as an important success factor by many for 
marketing, improving the working environment, and training (also hiring) people. 
General resources that upcyclers needed were mostly time. One upcycler pointed to the 
importance of keeping up with ongoing trends and change of market in order to be 
competitive. When it comes to potential actors to make changes, upcycling 
entrepreneurs either took responsibility for themselves or were not sure about the 
answer. One said, “Me. I have to help myself. And that’s why I am going to university 
because I am not quite sure how to do it [scaling up business].”   
UK retailers’ perspectives 
Retailer interviewees identified seven areas of challenges: product, marketing, physical 
shop, finance, consumers and macro-economic situation. The challenge in product was 
about the quality of products (i.e. saleability). Marketing challenges included the 
difficulty in: a) getting the right narratives and keywords, b) using social media 
effectively for promotion purposes, c) attracting suitable consumers, and d) finding the 
time to do market research. About the right narratives, one retailer said, “It’s getting the 
narrative right when you are actually promoting your product for people to understand, 
because people look at things and […] say, ‘Oh, what’s that?’ They don’t recognize it.” 
For the physical shop, the challenge was in having a shop with sufficient display space 
in a good location (e.g. on the high street) with affordable rent. A lack of funding (e.g. 
for outsourcing a photographer) was the financial challenge. Consumers’ beliefs about 
upcycling and upcycled products were identified as one of important challenges. For 
example, some consumers might undervalue the skills and efforts used to upcycle items 
(i.e. underestimating the value of handcraft) or have negative perception on upcycled 
products (e.g. less valuable products from cheap/free materials). Macro-economic 
situation could become a challenge (e.g. restricted consumer expenditure due to the 
stagnating economy).  
For the success factors to increase the sales of upcycled products, three areas 
have been pinpointed: product, marketing and consumers. In product, high quality (i.e. 
aesthetics, longevity, desirability) and availability of the upcycled products were viewed 
as success factors. In marketing, the essence was good exposures of the shop and 
products to increase sales, and for this, detailed strategies were suggested such as 
effective online marketing, good story/history behind products, right wording, good 
product photos, good product reviews and celebrity involvement in promotion. 
Regarding consumers, raising awareness (e.g. environmental cost of mass-produced 
products), building trust (that what they pay for is worth) and increasing appreciation of 
the skills and time for upcycling were viewed important. The retailers felt responsible 
for guaranteeing the availability and high quality of the upcycled products. For 
marketing and public education (for increasing awareness and appreciation of the 
upcycled products), social media, celebrities, consumers and volunteers were 
considered as important actors to spread the word.   
UK consumers’ perspectives  
Consumer interviewees (with purchasing intentions) identified five areas of challenges 
to buy more upcycled products: product, price, purchasing experience, awareness (and 
understanding) and personal situation. There were four product-related challenges. The 
biggest product-related challenge appeared to be limited availability of upcycled 
products. One consumer said, “You can’t get what you specifically would like because 
there’s not enough of it out there.” and another stated, “There’s not that much locally 
available. […] They are one-offs, so you know, you have to get in there quickly or it’s 
gone.” Other product-related challenges were difficulty in finding good-quality 
products, limited suitability (e.g. upcycled one-off clothes in your size) and warranty 
unavailability. High price was another important challenge. Even if the price was not 
high, price justification was still an issue, as put by one interviewee, “If you look at it 
and think you could do that job by yourself, I personally find it harder to justify 
spending the money.” In terms of purchasing experience, limited access to the upcycled 
products and inconvenience in shopping were the main challenges. One said, “It’s so 
easy to buy, and so cheap to buy new stuff now. […] But if you want something 
upcycled, you are probably gonna have to spend a bit more time and do a bit more 
research to find the independent people who are doing it.” Regarding awareness and 
understanding, consumer interviewees pointed out a lack of awareness about the 
environmental impact of current mass production and upcycling as an alternative as 
well as loss of appreciation or understanding of the value of handmade products and 
processes. Personal situation (e.g. financial situation) could also be a challenge.  
Success factors to enable and encourage consumers to buy more upcycled 
products were related to product, price, purchasing experience, and awareness and 
understanding. Bespoke upcycling was suggested as a good strategy to increase sales, as 
put by one, “I do like the idea of maybe being able to take things that I had chosen 
second hand to have them upcycled to specifically what I want because maybe some 
upcycling […] can be a nice job but it’s not exactly what you were looking for.” 
Lowering the price by VAT (Value-Added Tax) reduction could also help sales. 
Regarding purchasing experience, suggestions were mostly about increasing availability 
of and access to upcycled products. More physical shops should be available locally, 
ideally embedded in local shopping environment, such that “You can go in. You can 
touch them. You can feel them. You can try them on. You can see if you like them.” 
One-stop shop (where upcycled goods are available for most fashion products) could 
also help consumers to experience and purchase a variety of upcycled products. In order 
to have more physical shops or increase the number of available upcycled products, 
financial support and incentives for companies were suggested (e.g. lease support for 
retailers selling upcycled products, or incentives or grants for designers, makers or 
manufacturers upcycling pre- and post-consumer wastes). For increased awareness and 
understanding, more information, training and education were suggested (on, for 
example, current waste and resource depletion issues as well as new alternatives to 
current production and consumption system including upcycling). When asked about 
the suitable actors to make positive changes to realize the success factors identified, 
consumer interviewees showed the most holistic approach amongst all stakeholders. 
Two of them answered all actors including consumers, designers and makers, 
businesses and government. They said that businesses should be responsible for 
transforming their business-as-usual to more sustainable ways (e.g. incorporating 
upcycling as part of their manufacturing, or indicating whether or not any good has been 
made through upcycling). Media companies should help spread words about upcycling. 
The government should provide financial support (e.g. tax reduction, grants, incentives) 
for research, initiatives and businesses related to upcycling. Local councils could also 
become funders and supporters of local SMEs based on upcycling. The interviewees 
also pointed out their own responsibilities for being a responsible consumer.   
Discussion and conclusions  
There appeared to be common challenges across stakeholders. Both material suppliers 
and upcyclers found sourcing materials difficult, which calls for a systemic approach to 
circulation of materials (from companies and consumers to material suppliers, to 
upcyclers, and back to companies and consumers). The need for improved material 
provision has also been emphasized by other studies addressing household upcycling 
(Sung, Cooper, and Kettley 2019a; 2019b) and varied upcycling entrepreneurs (Sung et 
al. 2017). Both material suppliers and retailers mentioned that financial sustainability 
and macro-economic situation are important factors. Finance has been regarded as a 
typical challenge amongst small fashion entrepreneurs in many countries including UK, 
Australia and Finland (Craik 2015; Gu 2014; Aakko and Niinimäki 2018). Both 
upcyclers and retailers perceived ineffective marketing and a lack of suitable space as 
main challenges. Time-consuming marketing and need for sufficient space to store 
materials and keep essential equipment have been typical challenges in hand-made or 
craft businesses (Rosner and Ryokai 2009; Dissanayake, Perera, and Wanniarachchi 
2017; Jaitly 1989; Tung 2012). Retailers and consumers found it difficult to obtain good 
quality upcycled products with limited availability. This issue of product quality and 
availability is a unique challenge in upcycling businesses. Consumers’ lack of 
awareness and negative beliefs and perceptions about upcycling and upcycled products 
were identified by retailers and consumers. This awareness/perception of challenge is 
another unique challenge in upcycling businesses. Such dislike towards the products 
from used/waste materials (i.e. preference towards the mass-produced from new 
materials) could be regarded as one of the important lock-in mechanisms (Geels 2004). 
Another notable lock-in mechanism is legislation which hinders material donations by 
companies. Although this was mentioned only by material suppliers, as it affects the 
whole material cycles, it should be treated as a significant challenge which needs to be 
addressed (Table 3).  
There were common perceived success factors across stakeholders: a) awareness 
raising activities such as promotion, information, training and education (identified by 
material suppliers, retailers and consumers); b) financial support (material suppliers, 
upcyclers and consumers); c) support for marketing (upcyclers and retailers); and d) 
increased availability of and access to the upcycled products (retailers and consumers) 
(Table 3). Community workshops and events, TV and inspirational media, education, 
and financial incentives for upcycling businesses and initiatives have also been 
suggested as promising interventions for scaling up upcycling in UK households (Sung 
et al. 2019a). The multiple success factors imply that interrelated changes are required 
in perceptions, behaviors, financing systems and environment in order to scale up 
fashion upcycling SMEs. Such changes could be made through appropriate 
interventions tackling different socio-technical issues simultaneously involving multiple 
stakeholders and actors at various levels and scales, leading to fundamental changes in 
the system of production and consumption (Elzen and others 2004; Van den Bosch, S. J. 
M. 2010; Sung et al. 2019a). 
Table 3. Common challenges and success factors across stakeholders  
Challenges 
Material suppliers Upcyclers Retailers Consumers 
 Sourcing 
materials*  
 Legislation  
 Finance  
 Macro economy  
 Sourcing 
materials  
 Production issues 
(e.g. equipment, 
labor) 
 Marketing  
 Space  
 Market situation  
 Multiple roles  




 Product quality 
 Marketing  
 Space  
 Finance  
 Consumers’ lack 
of awareness and 
negative 
perceptions 
 Macro economy  
 Product 
availability  
 Product quality  
 Product 
suitability  
 Warranty  
 Price  
 Purchasing 
experience  







Material suppliers Upcyclers Retailers Consumers 
 Awareness 
raising  





 Human resources   





 Keeping up with 
trends/market  
 Product quality 
 Increased 
availability 
 Marketing  
 Awareness 
raising  
 Bespoke product  








* Italics highlight the common challenges and success factors  
 
Overall, most challenges and success factors identified from the fashion 
upcycling designers and makers in SMEs are identical with those from upcycling 
entrepreneurs with varied inputs (waste materials) and outputs (upcycled products) 
(Sung et al. 2017).  It implies that upcycling SMEs may share common challenges and 
success factors regardless of the sector (or main waste material categories or production 
outputs). In addition to corroborating the previous research by Sung et al. (2017), this 
paper provided additional challenges and success factors from material suppliers, 
retailers and consumers such that one could have a holistic view on the supply chain of 
upcycling SMEs. As highlighted by Sung et al. (2017), success factors that are 
particularly significant for upcycling SMEs are the provision of used/waste materials 
with quality and quantity, skills development for high quality upcycling, education and 
communication to change consumers’ beliefs, and policies and regulations to encourage 
more reuse, repair and upcycling. One unique addition from this paper could be bespoke 
upcycling services.  
Although this paper captured limited perspectives from twenty-three 
stakeholders in the UK, it partially corroborated the previous research, proving validity 
and reliability of the study to some extent. If this study were repeated in other countries, 
the results may be different from what has been presented in this paper to a varying 
extent, depending on similarities/differences between the UK and the other country in 
terms of economic, political, cultural, social, demographic and technological aspects. 
The paper has provided new information on perceived challenges and success factors 
for scaling up upcycling SMEs by extended stakeholders (not only upcyclers but also 
material suppliers, retailers and consumers). The findings could be used for direct 
stakeholders (material suppliers, upcycling designers and makers, retailers and 
consumers) and indirect stakeholders (central government, local councils, other 
businesses, activists, etc.) to take actions for scaling up upcycling SMEs in fashion (and 
in other sectors) towards sustainability. It is also the authors’ hope that this paper 
inspires and informs academic researchers and various practitioners to promote 
upcycling in their areas to raise awareness and increase understanding of upcycling by 
the public.  
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